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CONCLUSION-DRAWING, COMMUNICATOR CREDIBILITY, AND
ANXIETY AS FACTORS IN OPINION CHANGE!®

BERNARD ]. FINE

Boslon University

OVLAND AND MANDELL (8), investigat-
ing the relative effectiveness of
communications whose facts and

arguments are the same but whose issue-
related conclusions are or are not explicitly
stated, found an explicit statement of the con-
clusion more effective than no statement of
the conclusion in stimulating opinion change.
Thistlethwaite, de Haan and Kamenetzky (19)
suggest that greater opinion change might be
associated with the explicit communication
primarily because it produces greater com-
prehension of the communicater’s pesition.
Although their explicit communication pro-
duced greater comprehension of the communi-
cator’s position, they found no difference in
opinion change between their explicit and
nonexplicit groups. However, a direct test of
their implicit assumption of a positive relation-
ship between knowledge of the conclusion and
opinion change was not made. In view of the
inconsistencies between the findings of these
two studies, a further examination of the
potential effectiveness of conclusion-drawing
seemed warranted.

Hovland and Mandell also explored the
interaction of source credibility with conclu-
sion-drawing. Their predictions that a non-
credible communicator wouid be more effective
using a nonexplicit communication and that
a credible communicator would be more ef-
fective with an explicit comiunication were
not substantiated. However, they indicate
that their induction of ‘source credibility may
not have been sufficiently potent. Accordingly,

! The research is based on a dissertation submitted
in partial fulfllment of the requirements for the Ph.D.
degree at Boston University. The author is now at the
Army Quartermaster Research and Development Cen-
ter, Natick, Massachusetts, He wishes to thank Dr.
Walter Weiss, his major profeszor, for his invalnable
counsel in all pkases of the study and Dr. Nathan
Maccoby, his second reader, for his many contsibu-
tions, especially those which made this study possible
in the first place.

*The research was carried out under contract ONE
4020(04) between the Office of Naval Research and
Boston University. The program of rescarch is under
the general direction of Dr. Weiss.

a second purpose of the current resecarch was
to test these predictions using a different induc-
tion procedure.

Since initial position {7, 11, 19) and audience
anxiety (9, 10) have been shown to be relevant
to opinion change, the interactive effects of
both of these predispositional factors with
conclusion-drawing were also examined. It was
predicted that Ss initially opposed to the
communicator’s position would be more in-
fluenced by a nonexplicit communication
whereas Ss initially faverable would be more
influenced by an explicit one. With regard to
anxiely, it was predicted that Ss high in
anxiety would be more influenced by the
anxiety allaying communication than would
Ss low in anxiety. Furthermore, while it was
felt that the explicit communication would be
more effective than the nonexplicit one at
both anxiety levels, it was predicted that the
advantage of the explicit over the nonexplicit
communication for Ss high in anxiety would be
greater than for those low in anxiety.?

METHOD

Before Measures

The before questionnaire was presented to the Ss
ostensibly as an opinion survey conducted by a na-
tional research organization. It contained four opinicn
items on biclogical warfare and a number of “filler”
iteras on unrelated opinion issues. All items were mul-
tiple-choice in form. Also included were 20 items from
the Taylor Manifest Anxiety Scale, presented as a
“personal inventory "

Experimental Communications and After Meas-
ures

Three weeks after completing the before questien-
naire, the Ss read an article on biological warfare
presented as part of a Boston University study investi-
gating how well people leam from newspaper articles.
The communication, following the “logical” form em-
pleyed by Hovland and Mandeli {8), took the position
that biological warfare s not a "super” weapon and
that we in the United States can defend against it. In

* For a more detailed statement of the assumptions
uanderlying these predictiens, see (3).

*The tweaty items were indicated by Hasold P.
Bechtoldt as being the most discriminating of ali Tay-
Tor Seale items. Personal communication, July, 1955.
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the cxplicit version, the final paragraph stated the
conciusion that biological warfare is not a “super’
weapon for us since we in the United States can defend
against it. In the nonexplicit version, in place of the
explicit statement of the conclusion, the Ss were urged
to draw their own coenclusions on the basis of the argu-
ments presented in the article, The two communica-
tions differed in no way except for the last paragraph.

One balf of the Ss read the explicit communication
and one half read the nonexplicit. One halfl of the Ss
in each of these groups had the authorship attributed
to the New York Times, and the other half to the Daily
Worker. The namc of the source was mentioned both
at the beginning and at the end of cach article, For the
Daily Worker, the explanatory phrase “official news-
paper of the Communist Party in the United States”
was stated at the beginning of the article, For the New
York Times, the descriptive phrase “one of the mast
widely read newspapers in the U, 8.7 was added, The
four forms of the communication {conclusion-drawing
X credibility) were distributed in accerdance with a
sequence of 4 x 4 Latin Squares so that no twe adja-
cent 5§ were assigned to the same experimental condi-
tion. The immediate-after questionnaire, in addition
to containing the same four opinion items on biological
warfare as the before questionnaire, alse required the
Ss to state the main position of the communicator and
to make judgments concerning the article jtself, Addi-
tional items measured acquisition of the content of the
article, recall of source, and concern about biological
warfare. Six weeks later the Ss were presented with the
identical questionnaire ostensibly te “find out how well
peaple remembered what they had read.” Alter these
questionnaires were collected, the Ss were informed of
the true nature of the experiment.

Control Group

This group consisted of 36 students who were not
exposed to the communications, but who completed
appropriate questionnaires at the same times as the
experimental groups, The control group was a single
class used as a unit.

Subjects

Approximatcly 400 students, predominantly fresh-
men, at American International Cellege, Springfield,
Massachusetts, were used. The research was carried
out in regularly scheduled class meetings in varjous
psychology courses.?

Scoring

Each item on biological warfare was scored on a
three-point scale. A response to an itemn indicating that
biological warfare was not a “super” weapon was given
2 score of one; the “upcertain® category, a score of
two; and response indicating that biological warfare
was a “super’ weaporn, a score of three. The scores on
the four opinion items were summated for e¢ach § for

i The author wishes to thank Dr. Dorothy T.
Spoerl and Dr. Charles A. Wells for the usc of their
classes. Tn =ddition, he is grateful to them and to Mr,
Norman H. Berkowitz for assistance in administering
certain phases of the research,
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cach administration, yielding a theoretical tange from
4 to 12. To exhibit change of opinion from any one
administrztion to another, changes in total scores be-
tween administrations were computed for each S, a
plus change score indicating that the § had changed
toward greater acceptance of the position that biclogi-
cal was a “super” weapon. The theoretical range of
change scores was from minus eight to plus eight.

The anxiety items were scored by assigning a scere
of one to a response indicating that the § was anxious
and a score of zero to a response indicating that he was
not, anxious. The Ss scoring in the upper and lower
quartiles of the total distribution of anxiety scores were
designated as high anxions and those in the middie
two quartiles as low anxious.

In previous studies involving the Taylor scale, high
scorers have typically been compared with low scorers,
the comparisen being based on the assumption that
the extent of manifest anxiety as measured by the scale
is directly and linearly correlated with the level of the
internal anxiety drive (16, 17, 18), However, Exviksen
(1, 2} has suggested that the Taylor scale may rather
be an indicator of the ways in which individuals handle
their anxiety, a view congruent with the lack of differ-
ential conditicning or learning effects found by seme
researchers between S5 scoring high and Ss scoring low
on the Taylor scale (4, 6, 13, 14, 15). If a distinction
is made between level of internal anxiety drive and the
overt responses made to the cues from that drive, it
thus seems reasenable to assume, following Eriksen,
that high and low scores on the Taylor scale reflect
differences in modes of response to anxiety rather than
in Jevel of drive, and that those scoring in the middle
of the distribution derived from the Taylor scale are
less anxious than those with high or low scores. This
assumption is supperted by the finding of a curvilinear
relationship between learning and Taylor scores (14,
15), with §s scoring high or low performing similarly
to each other but differently from those scoring toward
the middle of the distribution.

REsULTS

Table 1 shows the mean opinion change
scores from before to immediate-after for the
four experimental groups and the contro}
group. All of the experimental groups showed a
significantly greater amount of opinion change
than did the control group {p < .0, two tails
for each comparisen). The experimental
groups had not differed from the control
group initially.

The total group given the explicit treatment
showed a tendency toward greater opinion
change than the nonexplicit group (p = .10,
two tails by analysis of variance®). There was
ne significant difference between the credible

¢ Initial differences in opinion between the explicit
and nonexplicit groups suggested an analysis of co-
variance. Such an analysis could not be undertaken,
however, as a result of heterogeneity of regression be-
tween the groups,
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TABLE 1
Mean Ormvion CHANGE Scomes wroM BEFORE TO
IMMEDIATE-AFTER

Expetimental Groups

Contro! Group
EC* | Ec eC ec

Means** +.44 1—-2.26/—2.01|—1.68—1.79
N 36 84

87 85 83

* E indicates explicit statement of conclusion, e peonexplicit;
C indicates credible source, ¢ noncredible.

** + indicates movement zway from the communicater’s
position; ~ indicates movement toward the communicator’s po-
sition.

and noncredible conditions in amount of
opinion change from before to immediate-after.

The first item in the after questionnaire re-
quired the S5 to state the communicator’s
position. In the explicit condition 62 per cent
of the Ss reported the communicator’s position
correctly, compared with only 40.5 per cent of
the Ss in the nonexplicit condition (p < .001,
two tails). Incorrect responses to this question
were mainly restatements of some of the gen-
eral principles and specific considerations that
the article suggested were necessary to arrive
at a rational decision concerning the dangers
of biological warfare.

To test the possibility that the difference in
opinion change between the explicit and non-
explicit groups is due to the difference between
them in expressed knowledge of the communi-
cator’s position, the relationship between
expressed knowledge of the communicator’s
position and opinion change was examined. No
significant difference in opinion change was
found between those expressing knowledge of
the communicator’s position and those not
expressing such knowledge.

Inilial Position

The Ss were divided at the median (6.47)
into “favorable” and “unfavorable” groups in
terms of their initial opinion scores. ‘The mean
opinion score for the favorables was 5.03; the
mean for the unfavorables was 8.91. The un-
favorable group shawed greater opinion change
than the favorable group (p < .01, two tails),
The smaller opinion change of the favorable
group is obviously related to the limited extent
of change possible for those closer to the
communicator’s position. Within the favorable
group the explicit treatment was more effective
than the nonexplicit (p = .02, one tail),
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TABLE 2
MEeaN OrmioN CHANGE SCORES FrROM BEFORE TO
IMMEDIATE-AFTER FOR Ss Intrianiy Hicw or Low
N ANxIETY*

«C All

EC Ee e Groups

—2.36/—1.74|~1.40/—1.38/—1.73

50 38 42 53 1183
~2.12|—2.221—-1.95—2.37—2.15

34 49 43 30

Means for low
anxious Ss

Means for high
anxious Ss

156

* Hieh anxiely §s arc those scoring in cither the upper or lower
qun:lﬂcs of the distributicn of Taylor scale anziety scores; low
anxiety Ss are those scoring in the middle twe quartiles.

Within the unfaverable group there were no
differences between the explicit and nonexplicit
treatments.

Anzxiely

The obtained range of scores on the Taylor
scale was from 0 to 18 and the obtained mean
was 6.04. While the distribution shows some
skewness, this is not inconsistent with the dis-
tributions obtained by others using the scale
on college populations (12, 22). The abridged
Taylor scale had an odd-even reliability of .78
using the Rulon formula (5). Table 2 gives the
mean opinion change scores from before to
immediate-after for high and low anxious Ss
by experimental conditions, The total high
anxious group shows a greater mean opinion
change than does the total low anxious group
(# = .05, one tail)’

The communication was equally effective
for all conditions within the high anxious
group; no opinion change differences were
found between the explicit and nonexplicit
and the credible and noncredible conditions.
For low anxious Ss, however, the explicit
treatment was more effective than the non-
explicit (p = .03, one tail).

Acquisition of Content

To check the comparability of the groups
with respect to acquisition of content of the
communication, fact-quiz scores for the ex-
perimental groups were compared. (The fact-

1 The separate mean change scores for the upper and
lower quartiles of the anxiety distribution were greater
than that for the combined middle two quartifes. How-
ever, only the S5 in the upper quartile changed sig-
nificantly moze than those scoring in the middle two
quartiles.
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quiz consisted of six multiple-choice items;
the mean for all Ss was 5.09). The Ss reading
the explicit communication show a significantly
higher mean fact-quiz score than do the Ss
reading the nonexplicit communication {p =
.06, two tails). However, no relationship be-
tween acquisition of content (fact-quiz) and
opinion change was found.

Judgmental Tems

There were no significant differences be-
tween the credible and noncredible or the
explicit and nonexplicit groups in the propor-
tion of Ss saying that the article was fairora
piece of propaganda. Responses to both of the
relevant judgmental items indicated that ap-
proximately 70 per cent of all the Ss felt that
the article presented a fair treatment of the
topic and was not propagandistic in intent.

Recall of Source

An open-ended question asking the § to
write the name of the source was included in
the after questionnaire. Table 3 shows the
percentage of S5 in each experimental group
recalling the source correctly. The Ss in the
credible condition were more likely to recall
the source correctly than were the Ss in the
noncredible condition (p < 02, two tails).
There was no significant difference between the
explicit and nonexplicit groups in the propor-
tion of §s recalling the source correctly. No
relationship was found between opinion change
and recall of source.

Concern About Biological Warfare

After reading the communication, the Ss
were asked two questions regarding their con-
cern about biological warfare (“How con-
cerned are you about biological warfare?”)}
and the importance of the topic to them (“How
important is the topic of biological warfare to
your™). Because the responses to the two ques-
tions were very highly correlated, the Ss were
divided into two groups; those that bad re-

TABLE 3
PERCENTAGE 0¥ 55 RECALLING SouRCE CORRECTLY

Experimental Groups

EC LEc eC ec

g 78.5 64.4 76.5 69.9
%’vcrc_entagc 5 & i @

TABLE 4
MeAN OpiNioN CHANGE SCORES FroM BEFORE TO
Inoueniate-ArTER For S5 RELATIVELY HIGH AND
Low m CoNcERN ARoUT BrorcgicAl. WARFARE

Experimental Group

Degree of Concern

EC | Ec | € | e oM.
Highly Con- |~ .64]—1.46(— .82|—1.67|—1.20

cerned an | en | oo

11 13
G ;i —~1.98i—1.76|—2.11

@
Not highly Con- [-2.5k--2,
cerned

(73) | {743 | (63) | (59) [(269)

sponded that they were “extremely™ or “very”
concerned about biological warlare and who
also feit that the topic was “extremely’ or
“very’ important to them were designated as
highly concerned and all other Ss as relatively
nonconcerned. Opinion changes between and
within the two groups are shown in Table 4.
The Ss who indicated relatively low concern
about biological warfare, after reading the
communication, showed a greater mean opin-
ion change than those who expressed high
concern (p < .01, two tails). The two groups
did not differ in initial epinicns.

The Ss in the nonexplicit treatment were
motre likely than the Ss in the explicit treat-
ment to say that biological warfare was of
concern and importance to them {p < .0,
two tails).

Delayed-After Results

After six weeks, the mean opinjon score of
each experimental subgroup mentioned in the
analysis of the immediate-after data was still
significantly different from the mean of the
control group {p < 01, two tails). With re-
spect to the comparisons between experimental
subgroups, only the differende between t-he
high and low concern groups approaches sig-
nificance (p = .11, two tails). The latter
group showed greater retained opinion change
than the former.

At this time, the Ssin the credible condition
were more likely than those in the noncredible
condition to say that the author gave a fair
presentation (p < .03, two tails); and there
was a greater tendency for the Ss who read the
nonexplicit communication than for those who
read the explicit one to indicate that the au-
thor's treatment of the topic was fair (p <
.10, two tails}).
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Discussron

The indication that the explicit treatment is
somewhat more effective than the nonexplicit
tends to support the findings of Hovland and
Mandell (8). However, the basis for the poten-
tially greater effectiveness is not certain.
Under certain conditions, knowledge of the
communicator’s position may be an important
factor as Thistlethwaite, de Haan and Kam-
enetzky (19) suggest. In the present research,
however, no relationship was found hetween
expressed knowledge of the communicator’s
position and opinion change. This finding
is consistent with a conceptualization of
opinion change as a continuous process in
which the S, while reading the communication,
is being affected by many content cues. While
some people may not be able to order verbatly
everything they have read in a communication
in a fully organized, meaningful, and closed
form, they are apparently able to get enough
of the *drift” of the communication to be as
influenced by it as are others who can explicitly
express the communicator’s position.

To account for the superiority of the explicit
condition over the nonexplidt in changing
opinions, different assumptions are needed.
Given a fairly complex communication, it is
quite likely that the person, while reading,
does not adequately perceive the logical or-
ganization of the content or arrange the data
and arguments to form the implied syllogistic
pattern represented by the current communi-
cation. The more complex the communication,
the more likely he will have difficulty in grasp-
ing this informative patterning. Reading the
conclusion may instigate awareness of the
relationship existing between the preceding
factual and logical groundwork and the basic
point of the message. Thus, the explicit pres-
entation of the conclusion may serve essentially
to unify the body of the communication so
that it becomes more clearly related to the
conclusion. The impact of this unified, better
understood commusication is likely to be
greater than in the nonexplicit condition where
the person, if ke has inferred the desired con-
clusion, may well be less certain of its appro-
priateness and validity. While it is probable
that the person who arrives at the approprizte
conclusion on his own achieves a degree of
unification in the content of the message, the
attendant uncertainty should serve to reduce

the over-all impact of the communication.
Unfortunately, no measure of certainty was
included in this study.

If the recipient of a communication about a
potentially anxiety arousing topic is uncertain
concerning its anxiety allaying conclusion,
however, somewhat greater residual concern
would be expected than if he were more certain
about it. In line with this expectation, the data
show that Ss in the nonexplicit condition evi-
denced more concern than the Ss in the explicit
condition. If uncertainty of the correct conclu-
sion underlies residual concern, then less
opinion change may be expected among the
highty concerned Ss than among those not as
concerned. Again, the data bear this out (see
Table 4).

The lack of opinion change differences be-
tween the credible and noncredible conditions
may have heen due to a weakness in the induc-
tion of the variable, but this possibility seems
unlikely. It had not been considered necessary
to obtain measures of the credibility attributed
to the two sources by the Ss, since previous
experience with other Ss indicated that the
New York Times and the Daily Worker were
perceived as differing greatly in credibility. To
heighten this difference, qualifying phrases
amplifying the credibility or lack of credibility
were attached to the names of sources, it will
be rernembered, in the present study.

The results for initial position were possibly
complicated by the generally favorable initiz]
opinions of all the Ss. This fact may have
additional consequences if it is assumed, as
seems reasonable, that persons form an ac-
curate impression of a communicator’s position
more readily when it is discrepant from their
own. Here, even in the nonexplicit condition,
53 may be able to sense the main tenor of the
communication because its message is so
strongly opposed to their own position. But
when the position of the § is neot very dis-
crepant from the communicator’s, a finer
discrimination Is required. Thus, it might be
expected that an explicit statement of the
appropriate conclusion would result in greater
opinion change for the initially favorable Ss
than would no explicit statement.

The finding that $s high in anxiety were
more influenced by the communication than
were those low in anxiety is consistent with the
vesults of previous research (20, 21} in which
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congruency between relevant response predis-
positions and the opinion response urged by
the communicator were found to facilitate
communication effeciiveness.

Sonmary

The study was designed to explore the simple
and interactive effects of conclusion-drawing,
communicator credibility, initial position, and
anxiety. A before-after design was employed.
The S5’ initial positions on biological warfare
were assessed and they were given the Taylor
Manifest Anxiety Scale. Three weeks later all
Ss read an article on biological warfare which
took the position that biologlcal warfare was
not a “super” weapon. This was followed
immediately by another opinion questionnaire
containing opinion items, items testing reten-
tion of content of the communication and
items pertaining to the Ss' judgments of var-
ious aspects of the communication, Six weeks
iater all Ss took identical questionnaires. A
control group that was not exposed to the
experimental communication but took all of
the questionnaires was employed. Some of the
major Andings are: (a) No relationship was
found between expressed knowledge of the
communicator’s position and opinion change;
(b) the explicit treatment was somewhat more
effective in changing opinions than was the
nonexplicit; (¢} no difierence was found in
opinion change between the groups given
credible and noncredible treatments; {d) the
opinion change of Ss high in inferred anxiety
was greater than those low in anxiety; and (g)
Ss high in residual concern changed less in
opinion than Ss not high in residual concemn.
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